Introduction

Homelessness and companion animals: more than just a pet?
work and play with their human families on a daily basis (Zimalag and Krupa 2009) . Having a pet is a part of Australian culture and a familiar concept worldwide. More recently, animal welfare groups and veterinary professionals have adopted the term 'companion animal' to describe pets. The new phrase aims to reflect better the mutual psychological bond between person and animal (Walsh 2009 ).
Recent pet owner trends
A national United States (US) survey conducted during [2007] [2008] found that 63% of American homes had a pet; 95% of pet owners regarded their pet as their friend; 87% regarded their pet as family; 53% of pet owners took time off work for a sick animal; 44% took their pets to work with them; and 87% included their pet in holiday celebrations (Walsh 2009 ). The Australian Companion Animal Council (ACAC 2009) found that the same number of Australian homes had a pet in 2007; more than 83% of Australians had a pet at some time in their lives; and 53% of those without a pet wanted one in future. Ninety-one per cent of pet owners felt very close to their pet and 81% never felt alone when with their pet.
Family and attachment theories: comfort and companionship
Phillips Cohen (2002) conducted a study involving forced choice questions to examine what is meant when people say their pet is a member of the family. Results indicated that animal companions were definitely inside the family circle; however, they were not perceived as being human family. More participants felt that they could rely on the emotional support and comfort from their pet than from their human family members. Phillips Cohen (2002) stressed that animal companions occupy an overlapping but different space in the family, and having a strong bond with an animal did not imply a lack of close human relationships.
Animal related activities tend to carry symbolic meaning, including nurturing, holding, talking, feeding and caring (Velde et al 2005) . When a person and animal live their lives together, it is natural for individuals to experience profound grief at the loss of their animal companion, which can be as strong as for a human (Phillips Cohen 2002 , O'Haire 2009 , Walsh 2009 ). Attachment theories have been expanded to understand the relationships that people have with animal companions (Zimalag and Krupa 2009) . Family systems theory also provides a framework for understanding the various roles that pets have in families (Walsh 2009 ).
Animals as social lubricants
Companion animals have been described as social icebreakers and social lubricants for their human partners by various researchers. Studies have indicated that when people walk their dogs, they experience significantly more unplanned encounters than without a dog being present (McNicholas and Collis 2000, Collins et al 2006) . People are also more likely to interact with neighbours and participate in community activities when they have companion animals (ACAC 2009 , Wood 2009 ). Adults who used wheelchairs were found to be more frequently smiled at and spoken to when accompanied by their service dogs than when travelling alone (Collins et al 2006) .
Research studies have explored the concept of pets as social enablers, and found that the presence of animals can positively and unconsciously modify opinions of others. A study demonstrated this using pairs of identical pictures, with the only difference being an animal present in one of the identical pairs. When animals were in the image, it was described as a more pleasant and less fear-provoking scene by participants (O'Haire 2009).
Barriers to animal companionship: accommodation and finances
Australians are increasingly experiencing barriers to animal companionship. The trend has been toward urban and highdensity living, which often results in expensive or apartment accommodation (ACAC 2009 , O'Haire 2009 , Zimalag and Krupa 2009 .
A study conducted in the US by Shore et al (2003) found that the most frequently given reason for pet relinquishment was the owner relocating. Often the new accommodation had policies that did not permit animals or was selective about the type, size or number of animals allowed. People were required to move for various reasons, including employment changes, rental conditions, financial difficulties or other life transitions (Shore et al 2003) .
Renters and low-income earners have been described as the population most at risk of animal relinquishment, given the limited options available when seeking new accommodation (Brown and Rhodes 2006). Pet-friendly rentals are becoming out of reach for Australians, with many rental policies prohibiting animals. Just 17% of rental properties have pets in Australia compared with the national average of two out of three homes (ACAC 2009). Rental agreements are more tolerant in Ontario, Canada, where the Residential Tenancies Protection Act only permits pet owners to be evicted if the animal affects the wellbeing of other tenants (Zimalag and Krupa 2009) .
Animal companionship and physical health
Research has suggested that pets protect against stress-related physical health problems. Interactions with pets can increase neurochemicals associated with relationships and bonding and, therefore, improve immune system functioning (Walsh 2009 ). Animals have been effectively used in preoperative settings to reduce anxiety, improve positive attitude and reduce the need for medication (Velde et al 2005) .
Longitudinal studies from Germany and Australia have shown that animal companionship results in fewer doctor visits, and those who had a companion animal were healthier than those who no longer or never had one (McNicholas and Collis 2000) . There is some evidence to show that pet ownership could result in lowered cardiovascular levels and that animal companions buffer autonomic responses to acute stress, which may explain the health outcomes observed in these Jessica Slatter, Chris Lloyd and Robert King studies (Virués-Ortega and Buela-Casal 2006) . The benefits are mutual: patting a companion dog reduces blood pressure in both the person and his or her animal (Walsh 2009 ).
Animal companionship and mental health
Animal companions can play a role in the psychological health of humans by reducing stress, anxiety, depression and loneliness (Le Roux and Kemp 2009). Velde et al (2005) conducted a study into animal assisted therapy with individuals who had severe mental illness. The occupational therapists found that participants showed improved motivation, sensory modulation, attention and concentration, social interaction, responsibility and emotional wellbeing.
It is frequently documented that people with serious mental illness experience social and occupational marginalisation. The contribution to health and wellbeing that animals bring to people with a range of mental illnesses has been documented for half a century. Despite the long history of companionship between animals and people, Wood (2009) described the relationship being undervalued and negatively diagnosed by mental health professionals.
De Souza (2000) found 'people with mental illness felt that pets provided an opportunity to care for "someone" without the complexities of human relationship dynamics which are often dependent on conditional love and approval' (cited in Zimalag and Krupa 2009, p128) . Enders-Slegers (2000) indicated that 'being responsible for the well-being of another living being enhances feelings of self-worth and self esteem' (cited in Zimalag and Krupa 2009, p128) . Zimalag and Krupa (2009) stated that given the social and emotional benefits of having companion animals, it is important to note that a minority of those with serious mental illness in the community have a pet.
Animal companionship and homelessness
Homelessness has often been described as causing significant social exclusion: 'Homelessness is a state in which people are not only excluded from basic shelter, but also from security, a place to belong, intimate relationships, neighbours, and all of the benefits of having a place to call one's own' (Talbot 2003 , cited in Noble-Carr 2006 .
Families accounted for 26% of the Australian homeless population in 2006 (Gibson and Johnstone 2010) . Families experiencing violence are particularly vulnerable to homelessness. Women and children who enter crisis accommodation often have difficulties obtaining stable housing due to the limited affordable accommodation available (Lee 2008) . Family pets are also often threatened and harmed in violent homes, and 33% of women have reported delaying leaving a violent relationship due to concern for the welfare of pets, as many women's refuges do not permit animals (Lee 2008) .
Children experiencing homelessness face stressors including the loss of home, schooling, friendships, pets, and extended family members (Lee 2008) . Children commonly report missing pets and belongings when homeless, with almost half of children surveyed in one study expressing the loss of pets as their greatest concern (Keys 2009). Rew's (2000) research identified that more than a third of homeless adolescents found value in having a dog. The need to care for an animal appeared to encourage responsibility and good decision making. The animal also provided the opportunity for unconditional love and emotional development. Rew (2000) concluded that companion animals might make the difference between just surviving on the streets and integrating back into the community.
Method Study design
Ethics approval for this study was gained from the Gold Coast Health Service District Ethics Committee. The overall aim was to investigate the experience of homeless people with respect to pet ownership. More specifically, the authors wanted to find out how important pets are to homeless people and how homelessness impacts upon pet ownership. The study took the form of a cross-sectional investigation, using semi-structured interviews with people receiving outreach support from clinicians of the Gold Coast HHOT.
Sample
The sample consisted of 26 participants. Nineteen males and seven females took part in the study. Their ages ranged between 20 and 60 years. All but four people were recruited from free food venues, with the remaining interviews completed at emergency accommodation shelters.
Semi-structured questionnaire
A panel of people with expertise in developing questions for research met to create two separate semi-structured questionnaires. One was designed for those who presently had an animal companion, and the other was for those who did not. 
Procedure
The principal researcher selected a convenience sample during HHOT outreach: every fourth person queuing up for food. Prospective participants were provided with an information sheet, which was read aloud to them. They were also given the option of keeping a copy of this. If individuals accepted the invitation to participate in the research, they were requested sign a consent form. Interviews were conducted predominantly by the principal researcher. These were all face to face and lasted approximately 45 minutes. The interviews were not audio recorded; however, the researcher transcribed the responses as they took place.
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Data analysis
Consensual qualitative research (CQR) (Hill et al 1997) was the means used for data analysis in this study. Specifically, CQR highlights the use of multiple researchers, the process of reaching consensus and a systematic way of examining the representativeness of results across cases (Hill et al 1997) .
The CQR process involves three general steps, which are:
■ Responses to open-ended questions from questionnaires or interviews for each individual case are divided into domains (that is topic areas) ■ Core ideas (that is abstracts or brief summaries) are constructed for all the material within each domain for each individual case ■ A cross analysis, which involves developing categories to describe consistencies in the core ideas within domains across cases, is conducted (Hill et al 1997) . The consensus process is central to the CQR method. A team approach was used to extract themes and to classify the responses to each of the questions. This involved the principal researcher and the two other researchers in, first, reviewing all responses and identifying themes. They then met as a group to present and discuss their ideas until they reached a single version that all team members endorsed. The strength of a team approach is that it enhances the reliability of classification of themes, reducing risks associated with a single coder.
Quotations that were illustrative of specific themes were identified.
Findings
Almost a quarter of the participants had a pet at the time of interview, with the majority of these having a dog. Duration of pet ownership was between 1 and 10 years. Almost twothirds of participants stated that they would like to have a pet if it were possible, with the majority preferring a dog.
Theme 1: Grief and loss
The majority of participants told stories of having lost animal companions at some time during their lives, as a direct result of being homeless. For many, it was after being evicted and not being able to take the animal to sleep rough on the streets or into the next accommodation facility, while for several others companion animals were lost following difficulties meeting council regulations:
I was living somewhere and got a kitten. I got kicked out, and had to give it away for a while. When I tried to get it back I was told it had been put down.
The pound took my dog due to someone complaining about it. I couldn't afford to get it back.
While rough sleeping I had a dog and the council took it off me and put it down. It wasn't registered, and I couldn't afford to get it back.
There was a strong theme of grief and loss, with participants explaining, 'I was sad. It was like losing a friend', 'I was really attached to the cat, it was my best friend. I was sad and the cat was distressed' and 'it's like a part of me is taken away'.
Participants also spoke of their guilt, 'I didn't know if I had done the right thing', and feeling as though they had no control over their life. Others spoke of their anger, loneliness, and decreased emotional wellbeing.
Theme 2: Barriers to caring for pets while homeless
The main difficulties participants had experienced in the past were the cost of keeping pets and the lack of appropriate living conditions. Difficulties accessing public transport and meeting council regulations were also factors discussed by several participants:
I couldn't find affordable accommodation. It was a choice between being homeless or giving up the cat.
One participant stated that he had experienced fewer opportunities of getting accommodation because of policies preventing pets, 'I would go without myself, it's hard getting accommodation'. One person who did not identify barriers to having pets in the past said, 'I wouldn't have any difficulties if I wasn't homeless'. A third of the participants currently wanted a pet, but felt this was not possible due to their homelessness. Half of participants identified accommodation policies preventing pets as being a reason for not being able to have a pet. This included public housing, 'I'm in public housing so am not allowed to have one', as well as temporary accommodation, 'Not allowed to have one if going into crisis accommodation'.
Those who were seeking private rental accommodation also anticipated barriers: 'if there's no backyard then I have nowhere to keep it' and 'I just got a studio apartment, and am not allowed to have one. It should be a human right to own an animal'.
For those participants who were sleeping rough, they explained: 'it's not possible, I have nowhere to keep it', 'I'm not settled, not secure' and 'I'm unemployed, I can't afford food and vet bills'.
Theme 3: Pets as a source of emotional resilience
Participants were given the opportunity to reflect on the various ways that having a pet did or would make a difference to their life. More than two-thirds of participants explained how companion animals provided company, companionship and friendship. One participant explained, 'I love having pets around, they make you good, you hug and kiss them, sleep with them, watch movies together, laugh'. Another reflected similar thoughts, stating his pet provided valuable benefits: 'friendship, always having someone to talk to who won't argue and will agree on everything'.
Pets appeared to mitigate a sense of isolation from meaningful relationships with others, with two participants explaining their pets give 'company, as I'm on my own' and 'non judgmental affection, someone who wants to be with me'. A number of participants also found that they experienced Jessica Slatter, Chris Lloyd and Robert King increased social interaction from having a pet. One spoke of how his pet 'puts me in touch with other people' while another said more 'friends like to hang around'.
More than a third of participants experienced 'more responsibility, which is a good thing'. The increased sense of responsibility appeared to provide other benefits as well, including increased motivation, organisation and routine, as explained by two participants:
I would be happy, have something to do, a reason to get up, as I would have to feed it.
I would be less lonely, more responsible, more organised, cause you have to feed it. I would have a routine.
Emotional wellbeing was another theme identified, with over a quarter of participants describing improved mental health as being a benefit of animal companionship. Pets 'would make me a bit more happy, animals keep me healthy'. Pets 'keep my mind off my problems'. Another participant experienced an increased self-awareness of emotion regulation, explaining:
You have to curb yourself. If you wake up in a bad mood, you have to check yourself. It's like having children.
Physical health and activity were not as frequently discussed by participants. Physical health and emotional health were often discussed together:
We walk twice a day. I'm in touch with my emotions. It's better than blood pressure medicine, with him, I'll live longer.
… they get me out walking, get me motivated, boost my emotions, give me more confidence, be more relaxed. I'm sad that I can't have one.
Interestingly, but surprisingly, only a few of the participants found the protection that their dog gave them while sleeping rough was beneficial: 'Night can be dangerous on the streets. She will warn you if someone is coming. My mates all love her too' and 'They look after you, you look after them. It's easier to sleep and relax and feel more at ease when protected'.
Discussion
Clinical experience with the HHOT highlighted that homeless people face many barriers to maintaining their relationship with animal companions. It appeared that they commonly face the dilemma of whether to choose accommodation over homelessness to keep their pets.
When compared with the overall Australian population, those who are homeless do not differ considerably in their experiences of animal companionship. The ACAC (2009) found that approximately two-thirds of Australian households have pets. This study has found that an equal number of homeless individuals wanted to have a pet but felt that it was not possible due to their homelessness, and only one quarter currently had a pet. The ACAC (2009) also found that 83% of Australians had a pet at some time in their lives.
A similar figure of 76% participants in this study had lost an animal at some point of their lives due to being or becoming homeless. It could be suggested that, in Australia, having and keeping a pet is limited to those who can afford it.
Unfortunately, many of the people in this study had to give up their pet because of significant environmental challenges. It was found by Shore et al (2003) that landlords play a crucial role in the need to relinquish a pet when changing residence. They found that a combination of relatively low income and status as renters suggested that pet owners might have relatively few options other than to relinquish the animal.
Both the literature review and the findings from this study have identified that animal companionship contributes to the health and wellbeing of people who are homeless in tangible ways. It is evident that the participants interviewed for this study have experienced a range of benefits from their companion animal relationships. Two consistent findings have been that value of companion animals in engaging people who are homeless in meaningful occupations; and the improved emotional wellbeing through the experience of companionship. A participant in this study summed this up in a sentence: 'Contentment, responsibility, cheers me up, and cuddles'. The Allen et al (2000) study echoed this, finding that animal companionship involved two dimensions: emotional attachment and the structure of daily routines and responsibilities.
In looking at homeless youth, Rew (2000) found that caring for a dog assisted some of the participants to cope with homelessness in ways that enabled them not merely to survive but also to develop in healthy ways. Having a socially valued occupation can enable people to build capacity, productivity and community participation (Zimalag and Krupa 2009) . It could be assumed that animal companionship, as an occupation for homeless individuals, may be an opportunity to build the skills required to reintegrate into mainstream society. Despite these connections, it seems that there has been a lack of occupational therapy literature about the link between animal companionship and the impact on daily occupations of adults living in the community (Zimalag and Krupa 2009) .
Many studies have highlighted companionship and unconditional love as significant reasons for pet ownership (Allen et al 2000, Zimalag and Krupa 2009) . Over half of the participants in this study also identified this as their reason for wanting a companion animal. The emotional benefits found in this study have been reflected in numerous other studies and include decreased loneliness, increased self-esteem and increased social interactions.
Treatment implications and recommendations
Marginalisation and a lack of productive and meaningful roles are challenges for individuals with serious mental illness, and the benefit of companion animals with this population is an area that has not received much attention in occupational therapy (Zimalag and Krupa 2009) . It seems particularly important that occupational therapists explore the value of animal companions even more when individuals are occupationally and socially isolated.
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Animal companionship requires cognitive, social and emotional skills, and can provide structuring of daily routines, responsibilities and quality use of time (Allen et al 2000, Zimalag and Krupa 2009) . Given that occupational therapy aims to promote engagement in meaningful occupations to improve quality of life, it is fitting that the profession further investigates its role in promoting animal companionship (Zimalag and Krupa 2009) .
Occupational therapists can assist individuals to establish and maintain animal relationships through person, occupation and environment focused interventions (Zimalag and Krupa 2009) . Person-level interventions might include cognitive skills training, such as following schedules and problem solving. Occupation-level interventions may involve grading responsibilities or activities, starting with low maintenance animals or tasks. Environment-level interventions would consider the physical and social setting when choosing type of animal, linking individuals with community services and supports, and teaching individual rights and responsibilities with tenant agreements (Zimalag and Krupa 2009) .
Human-animal bonds merit greater attention in mental health research, and in family systems theory and practice. There is increasing evidence that pets provide important physiological and relational benefits, and contribute to wellbeing and healing and to positive growth. Humananimal bonds are almost unmentioned in mental health training programmes, despite the abundance of literature (Zimalag and Krupa 2009) .
Health professionals in the clinical setting can quickly and simply measure the strength of human-animal bonds. Researchers indicated that clinicians could enquire whether a picture is carried of companion animals or if they were considered as members of the family, in order to measure bonds (Shore et al 2003) . Asking how much time is spent with their pet may also assist health professionals to assess relationships with companion animals, and those who spent more than 16 hours per day together were more likely to have particularly strong attachments (Phillips Cohen 2002) .
Recommendations specific to HHOT staff may include allowing clinicians to take a dog with them on outreach. This may assist in facilitating interactions with homeless individuals and in establishing rapport. Interventions that assist homeless people to engage in volunteer work with animal welfare agencies, or to gain the skills necessary to take care of a pet of their own, are also recommended. Occupational therapists may also develop further roles in advocating for homeless individuals and those with mental illness to obtain pet-friendly housing.
Limitations of the study
A cross-sectional study does not provide a basis for causal inferences. The evidence for a direct causal association between human wellbeing and companion animals is not conclusive; however, the literature is largely supportive of the widely held and long-standing belief that pets are good for us. This study is limited further by the fact that it took place in one geographical area and consisted of only a small sample size. The consistency of findings of this study and those previously reported provides some basis for confidence that the findings are more widely generalisable, but caution is nonetheless required.
Conclusion
This was an exploratory study, designed to investigate the experiences of animal companionship for individuals who are homeless. The study involved semi-structured, crosssectional interviews with participants from the Gold Coast region. It was found that homeless people valued having an animal because of companionship, a sense of responsibility, emotional wellbeing and the increased social activity associated with caring for a pet. The main barriers to maintaining pets were housing policies, costs and lack of suitable facilities to support pet ownership.
